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Chapter One

 

The morning sun was just warming the sidewalks when Pippa and I pushed through the door of Annie's Diner. The familiar smell of coffee and bacon wrapped around us like a hug, and I felt my shoulders relax for the first time since I'd woken up with butterflies doing gymnastics in my stomach.

Tonight was the rehearsal. Tomorrow was the show. My comeback, ready or not.

"Morning, Miss Dora Lee!" Annie called from behind the counter, already reaching for the coffee pot. She was a sturdy woman in her sixties with steel-gray hair and the kind of no-nonsense demeanor that came from decades of feeding hungry New Yorkers. "The usual?"

"Please. And maybe some scrambled eggs today. I need the protein."

"Big night ahead?"

"You could say that."

I settled onto my regular stool at the counter, the one with the best view of the street. Pippa hopped up onto the stool beside me, her ears perked forward, tail wagging in anticipation. Annie's was one of the few places in the neighborhood that not only tolerated dogs but actively welcomed them. Pippa had been coming here since she was a puppy, and Annie spoiled her shamelessly.

"I heard about your fashion show," Annie said, sliding a cup of coffee in front of me. Black, two sugars, exactly how I liked it. "Everyone's talking about it. Mrs. Novak from the dry cleaners says her niece is trying to get tickets."

"Tell her to call Jamie. We might be able to squeeze her in."

A grunt from my left made me turn. Martin Holloway sat two stools down, hunched over his own coffee and the morning paper. He was a retired accountant who lived on the fourth floor of the Royal Griffen, a man of few words and even fewer facial expressions. But he'd been having breakfast at Annie's at the same time as me for going on fifteen years, and that made us something like friends.

"Morning, Martin."

Another grunt. He lifted his coffee cup in acknowledgment without looking up from his paper.

"He's chatty today," Annie said with a wink.

"Relatively speaking."

Annie disappeared into the kitchen, and I sipped my coffee, watching the neighborhood wake up through the window. A young mother pushing a stroller. The owner of the bookstore two doors down unlocking his front door. A delivery truck double-parked while the driver ran packages into the dry cleaners.

This was my New York. Not the glossy magazine version with its celebrity sightings and exclusive clubs. This was the real city, the one made up of small shops and familiar faces and the same people having the same breakfast at the same counter every morning.

I'd missed this during my years away from the spotlight. The simple routines. The comfortable rhythms of a life well-lived.

Annie reappeared with a plate of scrambled eggs and toast for me, and a smaller plate that she set down in front of Pippa.

"Now, Miss Pippa," Annie said in a mock-stern voice, "this is scrambled eggs with a little bit of cheese, just the way you like them. But don't tell anyone I'm feeding you people food. I have a reputation to maintain."

Pippa's tail wagged so hard her whole body wiggled. She looked up at Annie with those big eyes, then dove into the eggs with enthusiasm.

"You spoil her," I said.

"Someone has to." Annie refilled my coffee. "Besides, she's my best customer. Never complains, always cleans her plate, never asks for separate checks."

Martin made a sound that might have been a laugh. Hard to tell with Martin.

"So this fashion show," Annie said, leaning against the counter. "Is it a big deal? Like, runway models and fancy people?"

"Something like that. It's my first show in years. A comeback, they're calling it."

"At your age?" She said it with admiration, not skepticism. "Good for you. Most people would've retired by now."

"Retirement is boring. Besides, what would I do? Sit around and watch television?"

"You'd go crazy in a week."

"Less than that."

I finished my eggs and pushed the plate aside. Pippa had already licked hers clean and was sitting primly, hoping for seconds.

"What do I owe you?" I asked, reaching for my purse.

Annie waved me off. "On the house today. Consider it good luck for your show."

"Annie, you can't keep doing that."

"I can do whatever I want. It's my diner." She smiled. "Just promise me you'll knock 'em dead tomorrow night."

"I'll do my best."

Martin looked up from his paper for the first time. "You'll be fine," he said gruffly. "You've got talent. Always have."

Coming from Martin, that was practically a standing ovation. I felt my eyes prickle.

"Thank you, Martin. That means a lot."

He grunted again and went back to his paper, but I could have sworn I saw the corner of his mouth twitch upward.

I gathered Pippa and her leash, leaving a generous tip on the counter despite Annie's protests. Some battles weren't worth winning.

"Good luck, Miss Dora Lee!" Annie called as we headed for the door.

"See you tomorrow, Annie. I'll tell you how it went."

The morning air was crisp and clean as Pippa and I walked the two blocks to my shop. The butterflies were still there, but they felt more manageable now. Coffee and eggs and familiar faces had a way of putting things in perspective.

Whatever happened tonight, whatever happened tomorrow, I had this. This neighborhood. These people. This life I'd built over decades of hard work and perseverance.

That was worth more than any runway show.

Pippa trotted beside me, her little legs moving double-time to keep up with my pace. She knew we were heading to the shop, and she loved the shop almost as much as she loved Annie's scrambled eggs.

"Ready for a big day, Pip?"

She looked up at me, tongue lolling, tail wagging.

"Yeah," I said. "Me too."

I unlocked the front door of Dora Lee's, flipped the sign to OPEN, and stepped inside.

The bell over my shop door would chime for the fourth time that morning before I looked up from the emerald silk I was hand-stitching to see a young woman walk in. She had that careful posture of someone who spent her life being photographed, all angles and awareness.

"Welcome to Dora Lee's," I called out, keeping my voice bright. "I'm Miss Dora Lee. Are you looking for something special today?"

"Just browsing, thanks," she said, already drifting toward the spring dresses.

Jamie Patton emerged from the back room, her arms full of garment bags. That gorgeous red hair was pulled back in a ponytail today, and she wore one of my coral wrap dresses that made her freckles look like they'd been painted on by an artist with excellent taste.

"Mrs. Brennan's fitting pieces," Jamie announced, hanging the bags on the designated rack. "And I confirmed with the venue. Everything's set for tonight's rehearsal at eight."

"Oh, you're wonderful. What would I do without you?"

"Manage just fine, but with significantly more chaos." She grinned, then noticed the browsing customer. "Want me to take over the sewing?"

I waved her off. "You know I can't sit still when I'm nervous. Keeps my hands busy."

"Fair enough." She settled into the chair beside me, picking up a spool of thread. "Tomorrow night. Can you believe it's really happening?"

"I'm trying not to think about it too hard or I'll talk myself into canceling the whole thing."

"Don't you dare." Jamie's needle moved through fabric with practiced ease. We'd fallen into an easy rhythm these past two months, ever since Ethan's murder had somehow led to her modeling for me, then helping in the shop, then becoming essential to everything I did. Funny how tragedy could lead to friendship.

I glanced at the window display where Pippa was sprawled on her pink bed, one eye cracked open just enough to monitor the shop. My little Boston terrier mix had the right idea about Thursdays. Lots of foot traffic, lots of potential belly rubs from customers.

"I still can't believe how much has changed," Jamie said quietly. "Two months ago, your shop was practically empty. Now look at this place."

She wasn't wrong. Racks of clothing lined the walls, most with "SOLD" tags attached. The work table in back was covered with custom orders. Three editorial features scheduled for fall. Patricia Hendricks from Bergdorf's calling me personally to place orders.

The murder investigation had reminded people I existed. I wasn't sure how I felt about that, but I wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

"You know what the best part is?" I said, examining my stitching. "I'm having fun again. For years, this shop felt like a museum. Now it feels alive."

"Tomorrow night's going to be incredible. I can feel it."

"Or it'll be a disaster and we'll both end up stress-eating ice cream at midnight."

"Even if it is, at least we tried." Jamie paused her sewing to look at me. "You're really proud of this collection, aren't you?"

"Terrified and proud. Is that a thing?"

"It's definitely a thing."

The bell chimed again. An older gentleman looking for an anniversary gift for his wife. Then a group of three women who'd seen the shop featured on some fashion blog. They bought six pieces between them and left promising to tell their friends.

By noon, my feet were pleasantly tired and my cash register was pleasantly full.

"Lunch run?" Jamie suggested, checking her watch. "I can grab sandwiches from the deli."

"Turkey on rye for me, please. Extra pickles."

"Got it. Pippa, you're in charge."

Pippa lifted her head just enough to acknowledge this grave responsibility, then went back to napping.

I was rearranging a display of scarves when I noticed her. A young woman standing on the sidewalk outside, phone held up at that particular angle that meant she was filming herself. She was striking in that sharp-edged way, all dramatic cheekbones and glossy dark hair, wearing an outfit that probably cost more than most people made in a week but somehow looked cheaper for all its trying.

She was pointing at my shop. Talking to her phone. Her expression was animated, performative.

I recognized that look. I'd seen it often enough on social media, the few times I'd ventured into that particular wilderness. That was the look of someone about to make a scene.

Sure enough, she pushed open my door.

The energy shifted immediately. She swept in like a small hurricane, phone still recording, already mid-sentence.

"—so here we are at Dora Lee's, this adorable little vintage shop I found in Manhattan. My followers have been asking me to spotlight some of the smaller, lesser-known designers, and I thought, why not?" She turned in a slow circle, making sure her phone captured everything. "The owner is here, how precious is that? She must be, what, seventy? Eighty? It's so inspiring when they keep working even though they're past their prime."

I straightened up from my display, a pleasant smile fixed on my face. Oh, this was going to be fun.

"Good afternoon, dear," I said, adding just a touch of elderly wobble to my voice. "Welcome to Dora Lee's. How can I help you today?"

She barely glanced at me, still talking to her phone. "The aesthetic is very... vintage grandmother. Lots of bold colors, kind of retro. Not really my style, but I can appreciate the craftsmanship for what it is."

I clasped my hands together, playing up the sweet old lady routine. "Oh, how kind of you to say so. Are you looking for anything in particular?"

"Actually, yes." She finally turned to face me properly, and I recognized her. Scarlett. The influencer who'd placed a custom order three weeks ago and then ghosted me when I tried to arrange pickup. "I'm here to pick up my custom order. The dress I commissioned months ago that you still haven't finished."

Interesting opening gambit. I tilted my head, letting my smile get a little wider. "I'm sorry, dear, I don't believe I caught your name?"

"Scarlett. I ordered a custom cocktail dress from you ages ago."

"Oh! Scarlett, of course!" I shuffled toward the counter, moving slower than necessary. Let her think I was a doddering old woman who couldn't remember her own customers. "Let me just check my records, dear. My memory isn't what it used to be."

I wasn't checking anything. I knew exactly what Scarlett had ordered, when she'd ordered it, and how many times I'd tried to contact her about pickup. But playing confused was so much more entertaining than laying out the facts immediately.

"See what I mean?" Scarlett said to her phone, her voice dripping with condescension. "This is exactly the kind of unprofessionalism I've been talking about. These older designers, they just can't keep up with modern business practices. She can't even remember taking my order."

A customer who'd been browsing near the dressing rooms stopped to watch. Another woman by the window display had her phone out now too, pretending to look at something but clearly filming.

"Now, when did you say you placed this order?" I asked, opening my ledger slowly, squinting at the pages like I was having trouble reading.

"Months ago! At least three or four months." She turned back to her phone. "I gave her specific measurements, color specifications, everything. She promised it would be ready two weeks ago, and now she's acting like she doesn't even remember taking the order."

I flipped through pages, taking my time, letting her build her narrative. The customer near the dressing rooms was definitely watching now, arms crossed, a small smile playing at her lips.

"Let me see here," I murmured, running my finger down entries. "March... April... Oh dear, where did I put my reading glasses?"

"This is ridiculous," Scarlett said to her phone. "Can you believe this? She can't even find my order. I specifically came in here, gave her a deposit, and now she's trying to gaslight me into thinking I never ordered anything."

The word "gaslight" made me want to laugh. As if I needed to gaslight anyone when I had receipts. Literal receipts.

"Oh, wait," I said, brightening. "Here we are! I found it!"

Scarlett's expression shifted, just slightly. A flicker of something that might have been nervousness.

"You placed your order on..." I paused, running my finger along the entry, "April 28th. Is that right?"

"Yes! Finally!" She turned to her phone triumphantly. "See? I told you I ordered from her months ago."

"April 28th," I repeated, looking up with my sweetest smile. "That was three weeks ago, dear. Not months. Just three weeks."

The color drained from her face.

"You ordered a custom cocktail dress in champagne silk with hand-beading on the bodice." I stood up straighter now, letting a bit more steel into my voice while keeping that sunny smile in place. "You paid a fifty percent deposit of six hundred dollars. And the dress has been ready for pickup since May 8th."

The shop had gone very quiet. Even the woman by the window had stopped pretending to browse.

"I called you four times to arrange pickup," I continued, my tone still pleasant and cheerful. "I sent three emails. You never responded to any of them."

"That's not—" Scarlett stammered. "I didn't—"

"Oh, but I have the receipts right here!" I pulled out the carbon copy from my receipt book, holding it up like it was the most delightful thing I'd discovered all day. "See? Your signature, the date, your email address and phone number. Everything documented."

The customer by the window was definitely filming now, not even trying to hide it anymore.

"And the dress!" I turned and retrieved the garment bag from under the counter where I'd stored it, unzipping it with a flourish. "It's been ready and waiting, just like I promised. Right on schedule."

The champagne silk caught the afternoon light, the hand-beading creating subtle patterns that had taken me hours to perfect. It really was one of my better pieces.

Scarlett's face had gone from pale to bright red. Her phone was still recording. The comments on her livestream were probably destroying her.

"Well," she said, trying to recover. "Three weeks isn't exactly fast service. I have over a million followers. You should have tried harder to reach me."

"Oh, dear," I said, letting genuine amusement color my voice now. "You're absolutely right. I should have tried a fifth and sixth time to contact you about the dress you claimed to have ordered months ago but actually ordered three weeks ago." I tilted my head, still smiling. "Though I suppose if you'd wanted it faster, you could have responded to any of my four phone calls. But that's just silly old me, not understanding how modern business works."

The woman by the window let out a snort that she tried to cover with a cough.

"I'll take it," Scarlett snapped, grabbing for the garment bag.

"Wonderful!" I pulled it back gently. "That'll be the remaining six hundred dollars, please."

She fumbled with her designer purse, pulling out a credit card with shaking hands. I processed the payment slowly, humming a little tune, enjoying every second of this.

"If you could just sign here confirming pickup," I said, sliding the receipt across the counter with a pen.

She scrawled her signature, snatched the garment bag, and turned toward the door.

"Thank you so much for your patience," I called after her in my sweetest voice. "And do enjoy the dress, dear. Those hand-beaded details took me simply ages to get just right."

She paused at the door, phone still in hand, and turned back. Her pleasant influencer mask had slipped entirely, showing cold fury underneath.

"You just made a huge mistake, old lady."

"Oh?" I kept my smile warm and sunny. "Did I fold the garment bag wrong? I can fix that right now if you'd like."

"My followers will make sure everyone knows what a has-been you are. Your little comeback? It's over before it starts."

"Well, that's a shame," I said, still cheerful. "But you know, the truth is already on camera." I gestured to the other customers, at least three of whom were still filming. "Yours and theirs. So I suppose we'll see how everyone interprets it."

Scarlett's face went pale again. She turned and walked out, the door chiming behind her with entirely too much cheer.

The shop was silent for a beat. Then the woman by the window started laughing.

"That was the most graceful destruction I've ever witnessed."

"I don't know what you mean," I said, returning to my work table. "I simply pulled out her order like she requested."

"Right. Sure." She came over to the counter, grinning. "I filmed the whole thing. Want me to send it to you?"

"Oh, that's very kind, but not necessary."

"I'm posting it anyway. That girl needed to be taken down a peg, and you just did it with nothing but receipts and a smile." She pulled out her wallet. "I'm buying something. I don't even care what. That performance earned my money."

She left ten minutes later with two dresses and a promise to tag my shop in all her social media posts.

The next customer approached, a woman in her forties who'd been browsing near the back. "I filmed it too. That girl is about to get destroyed online."

"Oh dear, I hope not. That wasn't my intention."

"Maybe not, but it's going to happen anyway." She grinned. "The best part was your face. You didn't even blink. Just calmly pulled out documentation like you were commenting on the weather."

After she left, I stood at the counter, looking down at Scarlett's signed receipt. Her signature was all sharp angles and aggressive strokes.

Pippa trotted over from her bed and sat at my feet, looking up at me with those enormous eyes.

"What?"

She tilted her head.

"I was perfectly polite."

Her tail wagged once.

"She came in here trying to make me look incompetent on camera. I simply corrected the record." I bent down to scratch behind her ears. "And maybe I had a little fun with it. Is that so wrong?"

Pippa's tail wagged harder.

"That's what I thought."

The door chimed and Jamie came in carrying a bag from the deli. "Did I miss something? There are people outside talking about some influencer getting exposed."

"Nothing important," I said, taking my sandwich from her. "Just a customer picking up her order."

"Why do I feel like there's a story here?"

"Because there is," the woman still browsing near the dressing rooms called out. "Your boss just took down Scarlett the influencer with nothing but receipts and Southern charm. It was beautiful."

"Wait, Scarlett was here?" Jamie's expression darkened. "What did she want?"

"To create drama for her followers. She tried to claim I'd lost her order and taken her money." I unwrapped my turkey sandwich. "I proved otherwise."

"Good." Jamie's voice was sharp with an edge I didn't hear often. "That girl is poison. She's destroyed half a dozen small designers with her fake outrage campaigns. Remember what she did to Emerson Perry last year? He closed his studio."

"Well, this one didn't go according to her plan."

"I wish I'd been here to see it." She took a bite of her sandwich, then paused. "Wait. She's supposed to be at the rehearsal tonight, isn't she? For the group promotional shots?"

My stomach dropped. I'd completely forgotten about that.

"Yes," I said slowly. "She is."

"That's going to be awkward."

"Extremely."

Jamie shook her head. "At least it'll be in a room full of witnesses. She can't pull any stunts with everyone watching."

I thought about the look in Scarlett's eyes when she'd left. That cold, calculated fury.

"Let's hope not," I said.

We finished our sandwiches while customers came and went. The afternoon brought steady traffic, more sales, more energy. By six o'clock, I was pleasantly exhausted.

"We should head home and change," Jamie said, checking her watch. "Rehearsal starts at eight, but I want to get there early to make sure everything's set up right."

"Good thinking." I locked the register and grabbed my purse. "Come on, Pippa. Time to go home."

Pippa hopped down from her bed, did a long, luxurious stretch, then trotted over to us.

We walked the block to the Royal Griffen together, Jamie chattering about last-minute details while I tried not to think about seeing Scarlett again in a few hours.

Walter was at his post when we entered, his friendly face breaking into a smile. "Evening, Miss Dora Lee, Miss Jamie. Big night tonight?"

"Rehearsal for tomorrow's show," I said. "Wish us luck."

"You won't need it. You're going to knock 'em dead." He held the elevator door. "The whole building's rooting for you, you know. Our own resident fashion legend making her comeback."

"You're sweet, Walter."

In the elevator, Jamie pressed eight for her floor, then the penthouse for mine. She'd sublet a small studio on the eighth floor about a month ago, right around the time she'd transitioned from occasional help to essential staff.

"I'm going to shower and change," she said as the elevator stopped at her floor. "Meet you in the lobby in an hour?"

"Perfect."

The elevator continued up. Inside my penthouse, I kicked off my shoes and let Pippa off her leash. She immediately headed for her water bowl while I stood at my window, looking out at the city.

Tomorrow night, a real audience would fill those seats. Critics, buyers, editors, influencers. They'd judge whether I was still relevant or just a relic trying to recapture past glory.

But first, I had to get through tonight. With Scarlett.

My phone buzzed. A text from Viola.

Good luck tonight! Can't wait to see the show tomorrow. You're going to be brilliant.

I smiled and texted back a quick thank you. Viola and I had our complicated history, but she'd been supportive throughout this whole process. Even if I didn't entirely trust her motives, I appreciated the sentiment.

I changed into black slacks and a silk blouse in deep purple, added a lightweight blazer, and slipped into comfortable shoes. At seventy-eight, I'd learned that comfortable shoes were non-negotiable for long nights on my feet.

"Alright, Pip," I said, checking my reflection one last time. "You guard the apartment. I'll be back late."

She was already curled up on her bed, one eye tracking me as I grabbed my bag and headed for the door.

The lobby was quiet when I arrived. Jamie was already there, dressed in jeans and a simple black shirt, her hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. All business tonight.

"Ready?" she asked.

"As I'll ever be."

We caught a cab to the warehouse in Chelsea. The evening air through the open window smelled like someone's takeout and exhaust fumes and possibility.

"Stop spiraling," Jamie said without looking at me.

"I'm not spiraling."

"You're doing that thing where you tap your fingers against your leg."

I stopped tapping. "I just want everything to go smoothly tonight."

"It will. We've planned every detail. The crew is professional. Even Scarlett will behave because her reputation depends on it."

"You keep saying that."

"Because it's true." She squeezed my hand. "Besides, you just took her apart with receipts this afternoon. She's not going to try anything else today. She's licking her wounds."

I hoped Jamie was right. But something in my gut said tonight was going to be more complicated than a simple rehearsal.

The cab pulled up in front of the warehouse. Through the large windows, I could see lights already on, people moving around inside, the organized chaos of preparation.

This was it. My comeback, ready or not.

I paid the cab driver and stepped out onto the sidewalk.

"Let's do this," Jamie said.

We walked toward the warehouse doors, and I took a deep breath.

Whatever happened tonight, at least I'd tried. At least I'd put myself out there, risked failure for the chance at success.

That had to count for something.


Chapter Two

 

The warehouse buzzed with that particular energy that comes right before something big. Controlled chaos with an undercurrent of excitement.

Jamie and I stepped inside, and I had to stop for a moment just to take it all in. My designs hanging on racks along the wall. Lighting technicians up on ladders making adjustments. The runway itself, empty now but tomorrow night it would hold everything I'd worked for.

"This is really happening," I murmured.

"It really is." Jamie was already scanning the space with her clipboard. "I need to check in with Harriet about the model lineup. You good for a few minutes?"

"I've been doing this since you were in diapers, dear. I'll manage."

She grinned and disappeared into the crowd.

I did a slow walk around the perimeter, taking stock. The exposed brick walls gave it that industrial feel I'd wanted. The lighting setup looked perfect. Everything was coming together.

"Well, well. Dora Lee Griffen, back from the dead."

I turned to find Lawrence Jung standing near the entrance, dressed in one of Viola's designs as usual. That smile of his never quite reached his eyes.

"Lawrence." I put on my sweetest smile. "I didn't realize you'd be joining us tonight."

"Viola mentioned your little show. I thought I'd come see what all the fuss is about." He looked around the warehouse like he was inspecting it for flaws. "Quite the venue. Very... raw."

"That's the aesthetic I was going for. Raw and honest."

"Of















































































































































cover.jpeg
FASHION TRENDS
ARE JUusT A CoOVER UP

{
M | Ffmromm

HI T

=)
. P

T






